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RANGEFINDER AND IMAGER 



BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates to a rangefinder for ob- 
5 taining information about the three-dimensional (3D) location 
of an object and also relates to an imager. 

Figure 22 illustrates an exemplary configuration for a 
prior art rangefinder. As shown in Figure 22, a light source 
section 10 includes first and second light sources llA and 

10 IIB. Filters 12A and 123 are disposed in front of the light- 
emitting ends of the light sources llA and IIB, respectively. 
The light beams that have been emitted from the first and 
second light sources llA and llB are combined into a single 
beam at a half mirror 13. Then, the combined beam is pro- 

15 jected onto an object 1 after having passed through a slit 14 
and a rotating mirror 15. The output wavelengths of the 
light sources llA and IIB are defined within the infrared 
range of the spectrum. 

Figures 23(a) and 23(b) illustrate exemplary character- 

20 istics of the filters 12A and 12B. As shown in Figure 23(a), 
the filters 12A and 12B may selectively transmit light beams 
with mutually different wavelengths. Alternatively, these 
filters 12A and 12B may separate the light in accordance with 
the wavelength. 

25 A camera section 20 includes first and second imagers 
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22A and 22B for measuring the distance of the object 1. In 
front of the light-receiving ends of these imagers 22A and 
22B, disposed are filters 23A and 23B, which exhibit the same 
characteristics as the filters 12A and 12B in the light 
source section 10, respectively. By using these filters 23A 
and 23B, the imagers 22A and 22B can separately receive re- 
spective parts of the light beams that have been emitted from 
the first and second light sources llA and llB and then re- 
flected from the object 1. The camera section 20 further in- 
cludes a third imager 22C for receiving light in the visible 
range of the spectrum. The output signal of the imager 22C 
is processed by a color signal processor 27, thereby obtain- 
ing a texture image (or color image) of the object 1. 

Figure 24(a) illustrates a relationship between the in- 
tensity of the projected light beams and the projection angle 
0 of the combined light beam. As shown in Figure 24(a), a 
light source controller 16 controls the intensities lA and IB 
of the light beams emitted from the light sources llA and 
IIB, respectively, as the projection angle 6 of the combined 
light beam is changed by the rotating mirror 15. Conse- 
quently, the intensity ratio lA/lB changes as shown in Figure 
24(b). As can be seen from Figure 24(b), there is one-to-one 
correspondence between the intensity ratio lA/IB and the pro- 
jection angle 0 . That is to say, if the intensity ratio 
lA/IB is known, then the associated projection angle 6 is 



identifiable inunediately . In addition, once the projection 
angle 6 has been identified, the distance Z to the object 1 
can be obtained as shown in Figure 24(c). 

Hereinafter, it will be described how the prior art 
5 rangef inder shown in Figure 22 operates . 

First, in the light source section 10, the first and 
second light sources llA and llB output respective light 
beams. These outgoing light beams pass through the filters 
12A and 12B, respectively, and then combined into a single 

10 beam at the half mirror 13. Next, the combined light beam is 
transformed into vertically elongated si it -like light beam at 
the slit 14. Then, the slit-like light beam is reflected from 
the rotating mirror 15, which is controlled by a rotation 
controller 17, so as to be projected onto the object 1. 

15 The reflected part of the light beam incident on the ob- 

ject 1 enters the camera section 20. The respective imagers 
22A, 22B and 22C receive the reflected light beam via a lens 
21 and half mirrors 24A and 24B. In this case, the combined 
light beam is separated by the filters 23A and 23B into re- 

20 spective beams, which are subsequently incident on the first 
and second imagers 22A and 22B. Each of these beams separat- 
ed has a single corresponding wavelength. 

A first light source signal processor 25 receives the 
output of the first imager 22A and outputs a video signal 

25 corresponding to the reflected part of the light beam that 
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was initially emitted from the first light source llA. In 
the same way, a second light source signal processor 26 re- 
ceives the output of the second imager 22B and outputs a 
video signal corresponding to the reflected part of the light 

5 beam that originated from the second light source IIB. Re- 
sponsive to the video signals provided from the first and 
second light source signal processors 25 and 26, a range cal- 
culator 30 calculates the intensity ratio on a pixel-by-pixel 
basis, and then estimates the projection angle d for each 

10 pixel based on the correspondence shown in Figure 24(b). 

In this case, a viewing angle (f> is defined for each 
pixel location at the imager as an angle formed between a 
line of sight passing through the center of the lens 21 and 
the optical axis of the lens 21 as shown in Figure 22. There 

15 is also one-to-one correspondence between each pixel location 
and the associated viewing angle (f> . Thus, if a particular 
pixel location is given, then the associated viewing angle 0 
is known automatically. In addition, the distance D between 
the center of the lens 21 and the center of rotation of the 

20 rotating mirror 15 is also already known as shown in Figure 
22. 

Thus, the range calculator 30 can obtain, by the trian- 
gulation technique, the distance Z between a point on the ob- 
ject 1, which corresponds to each pixel location, and the 
25 camera section 20 on a pixel-by-pixel basis by substituting 
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the projection angle 6 , viewing angle 0 and distance D into 
the following Equation { 1 ) : 

Z= (tan0 • tan^zi/tan<9 — tan^i ) • D (1) 
In this manner, information about the 3D location of the ob- 
5 ject 1 can be obtained. 

Also, not just the information about the 3D location of 
the object 1, but the texture image (or color image) of the 
object 1 are obtainable from the color signal processor 27 
based on the output of the third imager 22C. 
10 The prior art rangefinder, however, has the following 

drawbacks . 

Firstly, in the conventional rangefinder, the optical 
output power of the light source section 10 is supposed to be 
adjusted by the user. In fact, the power has been adjusted 

15 appropriately through the user's experience or by his or her 
trial and error. In other words, if a beginner should handle 
such a rangefinder, it is usually difficult for him or her to 
control the optical output power effectively. As a result, 
the user cannot always obtain precise range information. 

20 Secondly, if the object is on the move, then the optical out- 
put power should be re-adjusted for every movement of the ob- 
ject, thus taking too much time and trouble. Thirdly, 
supposing the output power is set too high while the object 
is located very close to the rangefinder, some harm might be 

25 done on the object. 
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Moreover, the known rangefinder has additional problems. 
Figure 25 illustrates the signal levels of a video signal 
during a 3D imaging process. In Figure 25, L represents the 
signal level of the overall video signal, LA represents the 

5 signal level of reflected part of the light and LB represents 
the signal level of an image component of an object (i.e., 
background light). To increase the precision of the 3D loca- 
tion information, the optical output power of the light 
source section 10 should be set at such a value as increasing 

10 the signal-to-noise ratio of the signal level LA of the re- 
flected light component. However, since the dynamic range of 
the camera section 20 is predefined, the signal level LA of 
the reflected light component cannot be increased above a cer- 
tain maximum acceptable level. On the other hand, the signal 

15 level LB of the image component of the object should be no 
lower than a certain minimum acceptable level to obtain a nor- 
mal two-dimensional (2D) image. Accordingly, the signal-to- 
noise ratio of the object cannot be increased sufficiently, 
thus interfering with the precision improvement of the 3D lo- 

20 cation information. 

Furthermore, in the field of computer vision, for exam- 
ple, a technique of dividing the image of an object into fore- 
ground and background parts based on the range information 
about the object and then separating only the foreground part 

25 is known. However, a system like a videophone is strongly re- 



quired to separate a human face image (i.e., the foreground 
part of the image) from the background accurately, but it is 
not always necessary for such a system to obtain the range in- 
formation itself about the object. Accordingly, a technique 
5 of dividing the image of an object into foreground and back- 
ground parts without using the range information thereof 
should preferably be developed. 



SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

10 An objective of the present invention is providing a 

rangefinder that can always obtain highly precise information 
about the 3D location of an object without doing any harm on 
the object. 

Another objective of the present invention is providing 
15 an imager that can divide the image of an object into fore- 
ground and background parts without using the range informa- 
tion about the object - 

Specifically, a rangefinder according to the present in- 
vention is adapted to obtain information about the 3D loca- 
20 tion of an object by projecting light onto the object and 
receiving part of the light that has been reflected from the 
object. The rangefinder includes: a light source for pro- 
jecting the light on the object; a camera for receiving the 
part of the projected light that has been reflected from the 
25 object; and a controller for controlling optical output power 
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of the light source and/or exposure conditions of the camera 
based on range information about the object. 

According to the present invention, the optical output 
power of the light source and/or the exposure conditions of 
5 the camera are controlled based on the range information 
about the object. That is to say, even if the object has 
moved, the intensity of the projected light and/or the signal 
level of the received light is /are controlled correspond- 
ingly. As a result, highly precise 3D location information 
10 can always be obtained. Also, the inventive rangefinder is 
operative such that the projected light does no harm on even 
an object that has come too close to the rangefinder. 

In one embodiment of the present invention, the range- 
finder may further include a distance-measuring sensor for 
15 measuring the distance to the object, and the controller may 
use the output of the distance-measuring sensor as an item of 
the range information about the object. 

In an alternate embodiment, the rangefinder may further 
include a range calculator for obtaining a range image based 
20 a video signal output from the camera, and the controller may 
use the range image obtained by the range calculator as an 
item of the range information about the object. 

In another embodiment of the present invention, if the 
controller has determined based on the range information that 
25 the distance to the object is equal to or greater than a first 



threshold value, then the controller preferably increases the 
optical output power of the light source. Alternatively, if 
the controller has determined based on the range information 
that the distance is equal to or smaller than a second thresh- 
5 old value, then the controller preferably decreases the opti- 
cal output power of the light source. 

In still another embodiment, the exposure conditions of 
the camera are preferably defined based on at least one of a 
diaphragm stop, a sensitivity of an imager and a shutter 
10 speed. 

In yet another embodiment, the rangefinder may further 
include a shutter, which can open and close freely and blocks 
the light that has been projected from the light source when 
closed, and the controller preferably controls the open and 

15 closed states of the shutter selectively. 

Another rangefinder according to the present invention 
is also adapted to obtain information about the 3D location 
of an object by projecting light onto the object and receiv- 
ing part of the light that has been reflected from the ob- 

20 ject. The rangefinder includes: a light source for projecting 
the light on the object; a camera for receiving the part of 
the projected light that has been reflected from the object; 
and a controller for controlling optical output power of the 
light source and/or exposure conditions of the camera based on 

25 information about the level of a video signal output from the 
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camera . 

According to the present invention, the optical output 
power of the light source and/or the exposure conditions of 
the camera are controlled based on information about the 

5 level of a video signal output from the camera. That is to 
say, even if the object has moved, the intensity of the pro- 
jected light and/or the signal level of the received light 
is /are controlled correspondingly. As a result, highly pre- 
cise 3D location information can always be obtained. 

10 In one embodiment of the present invention, if the con- 

troller has determined based on the level information that the 
distance to the object is equal to or greater than a first 
threshold value, the controller preferably increases the opti- 
cal output power of the light source. Alternatively, if the 

15 controller has determined based on the level information that 
the distance is equal to or smaller than a second threshold 
value, the controller preferably decreases the optical output 
power of the light source. 

In another embodiment of the present invention, the ex- 

20 posure conditions of the camera are preferably defined based 
on at least one of a diaphragm stop, a sensitivity of an im- 
ager and a shutter speed. 

In still another embodiment, the rangefinder may further 
include a shutter, which can open and close freely and blocks 

25 the light that has been projected from the light source when 
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closed, and the controller preferably controls the open and 
closed states of the shutter selectively. 

Still another rangefinder according to the present in- 
vention is also adapted to obtain information about the 3D 

5 location of an object by projecting light onto the object and 
receiving part of the light that has been reflected from the 
object. The rangefinder includes: a light source for project- 
ing the light on the object; a camera for receiving the part 
of the projected light that has been reflected from the ob- 

10 ject, the camera being able to capture a 2D image; and a con- 
troller for setting a signal level of an image component of 
the object lower in capturing a three-dimensional image than 
in capturing the 2D image so as to sufficiently increase a 
signal level of the reflected light when the light source pro- 

15 jects the light on the object. 

According to the present invention, the image component 
of the object has its signal level lowered in capturing a 3D 
image compared to capturing a 2D image. As a result, the 
signal-to-noise ratio of the signal representing that part of 

20 the projected light reflected from the object increases and 
yet the quality of the 2D image does not deteriorate. Thus, 
the precision of the 3D location information improves. 

In one embodiment of the present invention, the camera 
may include a filter for adjusting an intensity per unit area 

25 of the light incident on the camera. And the controller may 
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set transmittance of the filter relatively low in capturing 
the 3D image and relatively high in capturing the 2D image. 

In this particular embodiment, the filter preferably in- 
cludes a liquid crystal device. The transmittance of the fil- 
5 ter is preferably controllable based on a voltage applied to 
the liquid crystal device. 

In an alternate embodiment, the controller may control 
the exposure conditions of the camera. 

In this particular embodiment, the exposure conditions 
10 of the camera are preferably defined based on at least one of 
a diaphragm stop, a sensitivity of an imager and a shutter 
speed . 

An imager according to the present invention includes : a 
light source for projecting light onto an object, the optical 

15 properties of the projected light changing depending on a di- 
rection in which the light has been projected; a camera for 
capturing a 2D image of the object by receiving part of the 
projected light that has been reflected from the object; and 
a foreground/background distinguisher for dividing the 2D im- 

20 age into foreground and background parts based on optical 
properties of the light that has been reflected from the ob- 
ject . 

According to the present invention, a 2D image is divid- 
ed into foreground and background parts based on the optical 
25 properties of the light that was emitted from a light source 
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toward an object and then reflected from the object. Thus, 
the image is separable into the foreground and background 
parts without using the range information. 

In one embodiment of the present invention, the imager 

5 may further include a separator for cutting out the fore- 
ground or background part from the 2D image based on the re- 
sult of division performed by the identifier. 

In another embodiment of the present invention, the 
light source may project first and second light beams. The 

10 intensity of each of the first and second beams is variable 
depending on a direction in which the beam has been projected. 
The intensity of the first beam changes in a different pattern 
than that of the second beam. And the foreground/background 
distinguisher may distinguish the foreground and background 

15 parts from each other based on an intensity ratio of reflected 
part of the first beam to that of the second beam. 

In an alternate embodiment, the light source may project 
light with an intensity variable depending on a direction in 
which the light has been projected. And the fore- 

20 ground /background distinguisher may distinguish the foreground 
and background parts from each other based on an intensity of 
reflected part of the projected light. 

In still another embodiment, the imager may further in- 
clude a threshold determiner for determining a threshold value 

25 on an object-by-object basis as a reference for distinguishing 
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the foreground and background parts from each other. 

In this particular embodiment, the threshold determiner 
preferably determines the threshold value based on the dis- 
tribution of optical properties of the light that has been re- 
5 fleeted from the object and incident on respective pixels in 
the camera. 

In an alternate embodiment, the threshold determiner may 
determine the threshold value based on a surface reflectance 
of the object. 

10 In this particular embodiment, the imager preferably 

further includes a distance-measuring sensor for measuring 
the distance to the object, and the threshold determiner 
preferably estimates the surface reflectance of the object 
based on the distance measured by the distance-measuring sen- 

15 sor. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Figure 1 is a block diagram illustrating a configuration 
for a rangefinder according to a first embodiment of the pre- 
20 sent invention. 

Figures 2(a) and 2(b) illustrate the operating principle 
of the rangefinder shown in Figure 1: 

Figure 2(a) is a graph showing a relationship between 
the distance to an object and the optical output power of a 
25 light source section; and 

14 



Figure 2(b) is a graph showing a relationship between 
the distance to the object and the open/closed states of a 
shutter. 

Figures 3(a) and 3(b) illustrate another exemplary ar- 
5 rangement of the light source section. 

Figure 4 illustrates an embodiment where the exposure 
conditions of a camera section are controlled based on a 
shutter speed. 

Figure 5 is a block diagram illustrating a configuration 
10 for a rangefinder according to a second embodiment of the 
pr es ent invent ion . 

Figure 6 illustrates a relationship between the opera- 
tion of the rangefinder shown in Figure 5 and the transmit- 
tance of an ND filter. 
15 Figure 7 is a graph illustrating a relationship between 

the sensitivity of a CCD included in the camera section of 
the rangefinder shown in Figure 5 and the wavelength of the 
incident light. 

Figures 8(a) and 8(b) illustrate the primary technical 
20 feature of the second embodiment: 

Figure 8(a) illustrates the level of a video signal in a 
first interval Tl for 3D imaging; and 

Figure 8(b) illustrates the level of the video signal in 
a second interval T2 for 2D imaging. 
25 Figure 9 illustrates another exemplary arrangement of 
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the light source and camera sections in the rangef inder . 

Figure 10 illustrates how to time the projection of two 
types of light patterns on a time sharing basis. 

Figure 11 is a block diagram illustrating a configura- 
5 tion for a videopRone system including an imager according to 
a third embodiment of the present invention. 

Figure 12(a) illustrates how the system shown in Figure 
11 operates; and 

Figure 12(b) illustrates two types of intensity pat- 
10 terns . 

Figures 13(a) through 13(d) illustrate how to distin- 
guish foreground and background parts from each other based 
on an intensity ratio. 

Figures 14(a) and 14(b) illustrate a situation where the 
15 foreground/background division criterion shows hysteresis. 

Figures 15(a) and 15(b) illustrate how to distinguish 
the foreground and background parts from each other based on 
the intensity itself. 

Figure 16 is a block diagram illustrating a configura- 
20 tion for a videophone system including an imager with a 
threshold determiner according to a first modified example of 
the third embodiment. 

Figure 17(a) illustrates how to detemine a threshold 
value by a mode method; and 
25 Figure 17 (b) illustrates how to determine a threshold 
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value by a P-tile method. 

Figure 18 is a block diagram illustrating a configura- 
tion for a videophone system including an imager with a dis- 
tance-measuring sensor and a threshold determiner according 
5 to a second modified example of the third embodiment. 

Figure 19 illustrates another exemplary arrangement of 
the light source section. 

Figure 20 illustrates an exemplary technique of changing 
a threshold value depending on a pixel location. 
10 Figure 21 illustrates another exemplary technique of 

changing a threshold value depending on a pixel location. 

Figure 22 is a block diagram illustrating a configura- 
tion for a prior art rangefinder. 

Figures 23(a) and 23(b) illustrate the optical charac- 
15 teristics of filters included in the rangefinder shown in Fig- 
ure 22. 

Figure 24(a) is a graph illustrating a relationship be- 
tween the intensities of light beams emitted and the projec- 
tion angle of a combined light beam; 
20 Figure 24(b) is a graph illustrating a relationship be- 

tween the intensity ratio of the light beams emitted and the 
projection angle of the combined light beam; and 

Figure 24(c) is a graph illustrating a relationship be- 
tween the projection angle and the distance to the object. 
25 Figure 25 illustrates the level of a video signal where 



the prior art rangefinder captures a 3D image. 



DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

Hereinafter, preferred embodiments of the present inven- 
5 tion will be described with reference to the accompanying 
drawings . 

EMBODIMENT 1 

Figure 1 illustrates a configuration for a rangefinder 
according to a first exemplary embodiment of the present in- 

10 vention. In Figure 1, the same members as those included in 
the prior art rangefinder shown in Figure 22 are identified by 
the same reference numerals and the detailed description 
thereof will be omitted herein. 

As shown in Figure 1, the rangefinder includes a dis- 

15 tance-measuring sensor 101 for estimating an approximate aver- 
aged distance from the rangefinder to an object 1. The 
distance-measuring sensor 101 is implementable as a sensor of 
the type detecting ultrasonic waves reflected from the object 
1. The rangefinder also includes an exposure controller 102, 

20 which is equivalent to the controller as defined in the ap- 
pended claims. Based on range information provided from the 
distance-measuring sensor 101, the exposure controller 102 
controls the operations of a light source controller 16 and a 
shutter 104. As in the known rangefinder, the light source 

25 controller 16 controls the optical output power (or the emis- 
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sion intensity per unit area) of a light source section 10. 
The shutter 104 is disposed in a freely opening and closing 
position in front of the light projected from the light source 
section 10. When closed following an instruction issued from 
5 the exposure controller 102, the shutter 104 cuts off the op- 
tical path of the light projected from the light source sec- 
tion 10. 

Next, it will be described with reference to Figures 
2(a) and 2(b) how the rangefinder shown in Figure 1 operates. 
10 Figure 2(a) shows a relationship between the distance L to 
the object 1 and the optical output power of the light source 
section 10, while Figure 2(b) shows a relationship between 
the distance L to the object 1 and the open/closed states of 
the shutter 104. 

15 First, the distance-measuring sensor 101 measures the 

distance L to the object 1 and provides the result L to the 
exposure controller 102. At this point in time, no light has 
not been projected from the light source section 10 yet. In 
response to the given distance L, the exposure controller 102 

20 finds out the location of the object 1 based on predetermined 
first and second reference values 11 and 12, i.e., in which of 
the first (very short), second (intermediate) and third (long) 
ranges the object 1 is now located. The location of the ob- 
ject 1 is determined as follows: 

25 1) if O^L^ll, then the object is located in the first 
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2) if 11<L<12, then the object is located in the sec- 
ond range; and 

3) if 12 ^L, then the object is located in the third 
5 range. 

Depending on the location of the object 1, the exposure 
controller 102 operates in the following manner: 

1) If the object 1 is located in the first range, then 
the exposure controller 102 avoids the projection of 

10 light onto the object 1 because the object 1 is located too 
close to the rangefinder. Accordingly, the exposure control- 
ler 102 sets the optical output power of the light source sec- 
tion 10 relatively low as shown in Figure 2(a), and totally 
closes the shutter 104 as shown in Figure 2(b), thereby pre- 

15 venting the light from being projected onto the object 1. It 
is noted, however, that the optical output power of the light 
source section 10 should not be turned OFF completely. This 
is because the optical output power of the light source sec- 
tion 10 can rise faster on demand compared to the situation 

20 where the power is turned OFF completely. 

It is for the purpose of protecting the object 1 from 
the optical power radiated that the projection of the light 
onto the object 1 is avoided. Particularly when laser radia- 
tion is emitted from the light source section 10, the energy 

25 applied to that too closely located object 1 will be of an 
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excessively high density, and therefore some harm might be 
done on the object 1. 

Since no light is projected on the object 1 in this 
case, no 3D location information is obtained. To collect the 
5 3D location information, the object 1 should be moved to an 
appropriate location, which is moderately distant from the 
rangef inder . 

2) If the object 1 is located in the second range, then 
the exposure controller 102 opens the shutter 104 as 

10 shown in Figure 2(b), and controls the optical output power of 
the light source section 10 as shown in Figure 2(a) such that 
the level of a video signal output from the camera section 20 
falls within an appropriate range. In this manner, it is pos- 
sible to prevent the intensity of the light projected per unit 

15 area from reaching too high or too low a level, thus always 
ensuring a high signal-to-noise ratio for the reflected part 
of the light projected. As a result, highly precise 3D loca- 
tion information can be obtained. 

3) If the object 1 is located in the third range, then 

20 the light source section 10 should project as intense 

light as possible because the object 1 is located too distant 
from the rangef inder. Thus, the exposure controller 102 opens 
the shutter 104 as shown in Figure 2(b), and sets the optical 
output power of the light source section 10 relatively high, 

25 or preferably maximizes the power, as shown in Figure 2(a). 
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If the object 1 is located in either the second or third 
range, then the 3D location information is obtained by the 
known technique after the operations specified in 2) and 3) 
have been performed. 

5 In the illustrated embodiment, the optical output power 

of the light source section 10 is controlled with the distan- 
ce to the object 1 divided into three ranges. It should be 
noted, however, that the optical output power is controllable 
by any other technique. For example, the first and second 

10 reference values 11 and 12 may be combined together, i.e., 
the optical output power is also controllable by two steps . 
Alternatively, the optical output power is controllable more 
finely by dividing the distance into a greater number of 
ranges . 

15 The exposure conditions of the camera section 20 may be 

controlled instead of, or in addition to, the control over 
the optical output power of the light source section 10. For 
that purpose, the diaphragm stop, sensitivity of the imager 
or shutter speed may be controlled, for example. Specif i- 

20 cally, when the object 1 is located in the second range, the 
optical output power of the light source section 10 may be 
maximized (i.e., 100% power may be output), and the exposure 
conditions of the camera section 20 are adjustable such that 
the level of the video signal output from the camera section 

25 20 falls within a proper range. 



Optionally, just the optical output power of the light 
source section 10 and/or the exposure conditions of the cam- 
era section 20 may be controlled with the shutter 104 elimi- 
nated from the rangefinder. 

5 Figure 3(a) illustrates another exemplary configuration 

for the light source section 10. As shown in Figure 3(a), 
variable transmittance filters 41A and 41B are disposed in 
front of the light sources llA and IIB, respectively. That is 
to say, this light source section 10 is so constructed as to 

10 project patterned light beams, not to sweep the object 1 with 
the single combined beam. As shown in Figure 3(b), the trans- 
mittance of each of the variable transmittance filters 41A and 
41B differs depending on the position through which the light 
is transmitted. When monochromatic light sources such as 

15 laser diodes are used as the light sources llA and IIB, the 
filters 12A and 12B may be omitted. 

Figure 4 illustrates an embodiment where the exposure 
conditions of the camera section 20 are controlled based on 
the shutter speed thereof. To control the exposure condi- 

20 tions in accordance with the shutter speed, the light source 
section 10 is supposed to project patterned light beams as 
shown in Figure 3, not the sweeping type. In this case, the 
emission interval T of the light source section 10 should 
preferably be constant as shown in portion (a) of Figure 4. 

25 Also, the exposure interval TO of the camera section 20 per 
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vertical interval should preferably be changed by controlling 
the shutter speed as shown in portion (b) of Figure 4. Con- 
versely, the exposure interval TO of the camera section 20 may 
be constant, and the emission interval T of the light source 

5 section 10 may be changed. In such a case, TO^T is met. 

In the foregoing embodiment, the distance-measuring sen- 
sor 101 is provided as exemplary means for obtaining range 
information about the object. It should be noted, however, 
that such means is an optional one, not indispensable. If 

10 the sensor 101 is omitted, then the optical output power of 
the light source section 10 and/or the exposure conditions of 
the camera section 20 are controllable by using a "range im- 
age" that has been obtained by the range calculator 30 as an 
item of the range information about the object 1. Neverthe- 

15 less, since the range information is needed first of all to 
identify the location of the object 1, the light source sec- 
tion 10 should initially project the light onto the object 1 
in such a case. However, the optical output power of the 
light source section 10 should preferably be minimized at 

20 first because the location of the object 1 is unknown at this 
stage. 

In this specification, the "range image" means an image 
in which the distances from the camera or the depths in a 
three-dimensional coordinate system are specified for respec- 
25 tive pixels. The distance from the camera corresponds to r 
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in a spherical coordinate system (r, 6, (/) ) , while the depth 
corresponds to z in a rectangular coordinate system (x, y, 
z) . 

Also, the range image obtained by the range calculator 
30 might be seriously erroneous if the level of the video 
signal output from the camera section 20 is inappropriate. 
For instance, supposing the object 1 is located too far, the 
signal-to-noise ratio of the range image is appreciably low 
because just a weak signal is obtained for the light reflect- 
ed from such a far object 1. If the power and/or exposure 
conditions are controlled using the range image with such a 
low signal-to-noise ratio as an item of the range information 
about the object, then the system might lose it stability. 
In other words, by providing additional sensing means such as 
the distance-measuring sensor 101 separately from the means 
for obtaining the range image and using the distance measured 
by that means as range information about the object as is 
done in the foregoing embodiment, more stabilized control is 
realized. 

The optical output power of the light source section 10 
and/or the exposure conditions of the camera section 20 are 
controllable based on the information about the level of the 
video signal output from the camera section 20, instead of 
the range information about the object 1. 

In the foregoing embodiment, the present invention has 
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been described as being applied to a rangefinder for captur- 
ing a 3D image based on an intensity ratio. Alternatively, 
the rangefinder is operative based on any other optical char- 
acteristic such as the wavelength of the light. In such a 
5 case, the camera section 20 shown in Figure 1 should be re- 
placed with a camera that can measure the wavelength of re- 
flected light beam. Also, not just the correspondence between 
the optical characteristic and projection angle of the light 
emitted, but also a time taken for the projected light to 
10 reach each photodetector since the start of sweeping are ap- 
plicable. See, for example, A. Gruss, S. Tada and T. Kanade, 
"A VLSI Smart Sensor for Fast Range Imaging", in Proceedings 
of the 1992 lEEE/RSJ International Conference on Intelligent 
Robots and Systems, pp. 349-358, July 1992, 
15 EMBODIMENT 2 

Figure 5 illustrates a configuration for a rangefinder 
according to a second embodiment of the present invention. 
In Figure 5, the same members as those included in the prior 
art rangefinder shown in Figure 22 are identified by the same 
20 reference numerals and the detailed description thereof will 
be omitted herein. In the rangefinder shown in Figure 5, light 
is also projected from a light source section 10 and part of 
the light that has been reflected from an object 1 is also re- 
ceived at a camera section 310, thereby obtaining information 
25 about the 3D location of the object 1. According to the sec- 
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ond embodiment, the camera section 310 can capture a color im- 
age (i.e., a 2D image), too. The 3D location information is 
obtained by the known technique. 

The camera section 310 includes a lens 312, a diaphragm 

5 313, an imager (CCD) 314 and a neutral density (ND) filter 
311, which is disposed in front of the lens 312. The ND fil- 
ter 311 includes a liquid crystal device. The transmittance 
of the ND filter 311 is controllable based on a voltage ap- 
plied to the liquid crystal device. An exposure controller 

10 301 is equivalent to the controller as defined in the appended 
claims. The exposure controller 301 controls the diaphragm 
313 or ND filter 311 of the camera section 310 or the optical 
output power (emission intensity) of the light source section 
10 responsive to a video signal output from the camera section 

15 310. 

Figure 6 illustrates a relationship between the opera- 
tion of the rangefinder shown in Figure 5 and the transmit- 
tance of the ND filter 311. In the illustrated embodiment, a 
first interval Tl, during which a 3D image (i.e., a range im- 

20 age) is captured, and a second interval T2, during which a 
color image is captured, alternate one after the other. The 
transmittance of the ND filter 311 is set relatively low in 
the first interval Tl but relatively high in the second in- 
terval T2 by the exposure controller 301. In the first in- 

25 terval Tl, the light source section 10 is controlled by the 
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exposure controller 301 and light source section controller 16 
as in conventional 3D imaging. In the second interval T2 on 
the other hand, the light source section 10 is turned OFF. 

Figure 7 illustrates a relationship between the sensi- 

5 tivity of the imager 314 included in the camera section 310 
and the wavelength of the incident light. The light projected 
from the light source section 10 has its wavelength defined in 
the near infrared range. The sensitivity of the imager 314 in 
the camera section 310 is adjusted as shown in Figure 7. As 

10 can be seen from Figure 1, part of the incident light in the 
visible range is used for capturing a color image, while 
another part of the incident light in the near-infrared range 
is used for 3D imaging, i.e., capturing a range image. 

Next, the technical feature of the rangefinder according 

15 to the second embodiment will be described with reference to 
Figures 8(a) and 8(b). Figure 8(a) illustrates the level of 
the video signal in the first 3D imaging interval Tl, while 
Figure 8(b) illustrates the level of the video signal in the 
second 2D imaging interval T2. 

20 According to this embodiment, the settings of the dia- 

phragm 313 and ND filter 311 are switched between the first 
and second intervals Tl and T2 to realize highly precise 3D 
imaging without deteriorating the quality of the 2D image. 
Specifically, in capturing a 3D image, the signal level LB of 

25 the image component representing the object is set much lower 
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than the signal level L2 of the color image component for 2D 
imaging, thereby setting the signal level LA of the reflected 
part of the light projected from the light source section 10 
sufficiently high. 

5 For example, the exposure controller 301 sets relatively 

high, or preferably maximizes, the transmittance of the ND 
filter 311 in the second interval T2. Also, the exposure con- 
troller 301 controls the exposure conditions of the camera 
section 310, e.g., diaphragm stop, sensitivity of the imager 

10 or shutter speed, such that the color image component shows a 
signal level L2, which is high enough but does not reach the 
saturated level. In this case, the control may be performed 
in such a manner as to obtain the color image through appro- 
priate exposure. For instance, the average pixel value should 

15 be at a predetermined reference level or more, or the peak 
pixel value should correspond to a maximum luminance value. 

In the first interval Tl on the other hand, the exposure 
controller 301 sets the transmittance of the ND filter 311 re- 
latively low, thereby lowering the signal level LB of the 

20 background light, i.e., the image component of the object. 
And the exposure controller 301 controls the exposure condi- 
tions of the camera section 310 such that the range image 
shows a signal level LI, which is high enough but does not ex- 
ceed the dynamic range of the imager in the camera section 

25 310. Since the transmittance of the ND filter 311 is set low 
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in this case, the signal level LA of the reflected part of the 
light projected from the light source section 10, which is es- 
sentially equal to the range image component, also decreases. 
Accordingly, the substantial range image component LA should 
5 preferably be increased by setting the optical output power 
(emission intensity) of the light source section 10 high. As 
a result, a range image with a high signal-to-noise ratio can 
be obtained. 

Furthermore, a third interval, during which the light is 

10 not emitted from the light source section 10, may be provided 
at the end of the second interval T2 . In the third interval 
T3, the transmittance of the ND filter 311 may be controlled 
so as to minimize the signal level of the color image compo- 
nent. Even so, if the optical output power of the light source 

15 section 10 is set high, then the dynamic range LI of the range 
image does not decrease in the first interval Tl. 

It should be noted that the optical output power of the 
light source section 10 may be increased or decreased adap- 
tively in addition to controlling the transmittance of the ND 

20 filter 311. In this case, the total optical output power is 
controlled while allowing the intensity of the light to change 
in a similar pattern to that illustrated in Figure 24(a). 

Instead of controlling the transmittance of the ND fil- 
ter 311, the shutter speed of the camera section 310 may be 

25 changed (e.g., by using the electronic shuttering function of 



30 



the CCD) to control the intensity of incoming light as shown 
in Figure 4. In such a case, the light source section 10" 
should project a patterned light beam- 
In the foregoing embodiment, the transmittance of the ND 
5 filter and the exposure conditions of the camera section are 
both supposed to be controlled. Alternatively, either the 
transmittance or the exposure conditions may be controlled. 

Also, the first and second intervals Tl and T2 are sup- 
posed to alternate in the foregoing embodiment. However, the 
10 present invention is in no way limited to such a specific em- 
bodiment, but is applicable to even a situation where one of 
these intervals Tl and T2 lasts continuously. Furthermore, 
the same sample rate does not have to be applied to both 2D 
and 3D imaging. For example, the sample rate for 3D imaging 
15 may be set longer than that for 2D imaging. 

Figure 9 illustrates another exemplary arrangement of 
the light source and camera sections in the rangefinder ac- 
cording to the second embodiment. As shown in Figure 9, the 
light source section lOA may include just one light source 51. 
20 In such a case, in the first 3D imaging interval Tl, two types 
of patterned light beams may be projected on a time-sharing 
basis as shown in Figure 10. 

EMBODIMENT 3 

Figure 11 illustrates a configuration for a videophone 
25 system including an imager according to a third exemplary em- 
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bodiment of the present invention. In Figure 11, the same 
members as those included in the rangefinder shown in Figure 
5 are identified by the same reference numerals and the de- 
tailed description thereof will be omitted herein. In this 

5 case, an object 711 is a human face. 

Figure 12(a) illustrates how the imager shown in Figure 
11 performs time-sharing processing. As shown in Figure 
12(a), first and second intervals Tl and T2 alternate accord- 
ing to this embodiment. In the first interval Tl, an infra- 

10 red flash lamp 701a is lit and the image captured is divided 
into foreground and background parts based on the reflected 
part of the light. In the second interval T2, a color image 
(i.e., a 2D image) is captured and only the foreground part 
is separated from the image. 

15 As shown in Figure 11, a light source section 701 in- 

cludes the infrared flash lamp 701a and a transmission liquid 
crystal display 701b. Following an instruction issued from a 
light source controller 702, the infrared flash lamp 701a is 
lit twice per first interval Tl {at times tA and tB) to irra- 

20 diate the object 711 with an infrared ray. The transmission 
liquid crystal display 701b functions as a sort of filter 
showing a transmittance variable with the spot of the incident 
and outgoing light beam, and can exhibit two types of dis- 
tribution patterns of transmittance. These transmittance dis- 

25 tribution patterns are switched every time the infrared flash 
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lamp 701a is lit responsive to the instruction issued from the 
light source controller 702. Accordingly, the intensity pat- 
terns of the light beams projected onto the object 711 change 
as shown in Figure 12(b). In Figure 12(b), intensity patterns 
lA and IB correspond to the times tA and tB, respectively. 
Both of these intensity patterns lA and IB change depending on 
the projection angle 9 . 

A color signal processor 703 processes the color image 
captured during the second interval T2. A foreground distin- 
guisher 704, which is an exemplary foreground /background 
distinguisher as defined in the appended claims, divides the 
image into foreground and background parts in response to the 
output signal of the camera section 310. In accordance with 
the result of division performed by the foreground distin- 
guisher 704, a separator 705 separates a foreground image 
component from the image output from the color signal proces- 
sor 703. A videophone 706 sends the foreground image that has 
been provided from the separator 705 and an audio signal, 
which has been supplied from a telephone receiver 707, out to 
a person at the other end of a telephone line 708. A con- 
troller 709 controls the ND filter 311, diaphragm 313 and 
light source controller 702 in the same way as the exposure 
controller 301 according to the second embodiment. In addi- 
tion, the controller 709 also controls the color signal proc- 
essor 703 and foreground distinguisher 704 in terms of the 
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processing timing, for example. 

Next, it will be described with reference to Figures 
13(a) through 13(d) how the videophone system shown in Figure 
11 operates. Just like Figure 12(b), Figure 13(a) also shows 
5 the intensity patterns lA and IB of the light projected on 
the object 711. Figure 13(b) illustrates a relationship be- 
tween an intensity ratio lA/IB and a projection angle 0 . As 
can be seen from Figure 13(b), there is one-to-one correspon- 
dence between the intensity ratio lA/IB and the projection 
10 angle 0 . That is to say, if the intensity ratio lA/IB is 
known, then a corresponding projection angle 6 is identifi- 
able immediately. 

In the first interval Tl, the imager 314 of the camera 
section 310 twice receives the reflected part of the infrared 
15 ray that has been emitted from the infrared flash lamp 701a. 
Responsive to the video signal provided from the imager 314, 
the foreground distinguisher 704 obtains the intensity ratio 
lAO/IBO for each pixel. Then, as shown in Figure 13(c), the 
foreground distinguisher 704 determines based on the inten- 
20 sity ratio lAO/IBO whether each pixel belongs to the fore- 
ground or background. Specifically, if the intensity ratio 
lAO/IBO obtained is found greater than a predetermined refer- 
ence value Rth^ then the foreground distinguisher 704 regards 
the associated pixel as belonging to the foreground (i.e., 
25 the human face in this case). Alternatively, if the ratio 
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lAO/IBO obtained is found smaller than the reference value 
RjH, then the foreground distinguisher 704 regards the associ- 
ated pixel as belonging to the background. The foreground 
distinguisher 704 performs such decision for all the pixels, 
5 and supplies the results to the separator 705. 

Hereinafter, it will be briefly described with reference 
to Figure 13(d) why such level determination is possible. 

In a videophone system such as that illustrated in Figure 
11, the center P of the object 711 in front of the camera sec- 
10 tion 310 can be predefined at an average location. Thus, a 
projection angle 9 ^ corresponding to the center P that has 
been predefined in this manner can be regarded as reference 
angle. As can be seen from Figure 11, if the projection angle 
is greater than the reference angle 6^, then the object 711 
15 is located closer to this system than the center P is. Alter- 
natively, if the projection angle is smaller than the refer- 
ence angle 8^, then the object 711 is located more distant 
from this system than the center P is. There is one-to-one 
correspondence between the projection angle and the intensity 
20 ratio as described above. Thus, by using, as a reference, the 
intensity ratio Rjh associated with the reference angle 9 ^, 
the foreground/background division can be performed directly 
based on the intensity ratio obtained. 

Next, in the second interval T2, the camera section 310 
25 captures a color image of the object 711. The color signal 
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processor 703 receives the video signal from the camera sec- 
tion 310, processes the signal in a predetermined manner and 
then outputs a color video signal to the separator 705. 
Based on the results of division performed by the foreground 

5 distinguisher 704, the separator 705 separates only the fore- 
ground part from the color video signal output from the color 
signal processor 703, and then passes the foreground part 
separated to the videophone 706. The videophone 706 outputs 
the foreground image and the audio signal, which has been 

10 supplied from the telephone receiver 707, over the telephone 
line 708. 

It should be noted that the reference value Rjh ^^Y 
represented by a hysteresis loop as shown in Figures 14(a) 
and 14(b). Then, the foreground/ background division can be 

15 performed even more precisely even if noise is superimposed. 

In the foregoing embodiment, the foreground/background 
division is carried out based on an intensity ratio obtained. 
Alternatively, the division may be performed based on the em- 
ission intensity itself. In such a case, the fore- 

20 ground/background division can be performed directly based on 
the intensity IB, i.e., the intensity of the light beam that 
was projected at the time t2 (or tl) and then received at the 
imager 314, with respect to a predefined reference intensity 
1^ as shown in Figure 15(a). This is because there is also 

25 one-to-one correspondence between the projection angle 0 and 
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the emission intensity as shown in Figure 15(b). However, 
unlike the case of using the intensity ratio, the emission 
intensity itself differs depending on the color of the object 
711 at the surface- Accordingly, to perform the fore- 

5 ground/background division as precisely as the case of using 
the intensity ratio, the reference intensity I^h should be 
changed depending on the surface color of the object 711. 

In the foregoing embodiment, the infrared flash lamp 
701a is adopted as an exemplary light source. Alternatively, 

10 a lamp of the type emitting light continuously may also be 
used. In such a case, the camera section 10 should be provid- 
ed with an imager for capturing only visible light and another 
imager for capturing only the infrared radiation. Also, as 
shown in Figure 24, the object may be swept with the projected 

15 radiation by modulating the emission intensity with time. 

It is naturally possible to separate the background 
part, in place of the foreground one, from the image in a 
similar manner. 

Modified Example 1 

20 Figure 16 illustrates an exemplary configuration for a 

videophone system according to a first modified example of 
the third embodiment. In Figure 16, the same members as those 
illustrated in Figure 11 are identified by the same reference 
numerals. The system shown in Figure 16 is different from the 

25 counterpart shown in Figure 11 in that the system shown in 
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Figure 16 additionally includes a threshold determiner 1201 
for determining a threshold value as a reference of fore- 
ground/background division for each individual object. Based 
on the distribution of intensities of reflected light beams 
5 associated respective pixels, the threshold determiner 1201 
determines the threshold value. More specifically, the 
threshold determiner 1201 determines the threshold value by 
mode method, P-tile method or Ohtsu's criterion decision meth- 
od in response to the output signal of the camera section 310. 
10 Figure 17(a) illustrates how to determine the threshold 

value by the mode method. According to the mode method, the 
distribution of intensities of reflected light beams associat- 
ed with respective pixels is represented as a histogram and a 
value at the bottom of the histogram is regarded as the 
15 threshold value. Suppose the histogram shown in Figure 17(a) 
is obtained based on the liaminance ratios of respective pixels 
that are output from the imager 314 (i.e., the intensity ratio 
shown in Figure 13(b)). The threshold determiner 1201 identi- 
fies the bottom of the histogram and determines the intensity 
20 ratio at the bottom as the threshold value. Accordingly, a 
different threshold value is obtained for each individual ob- 
ject, thus realizing even more precise foreground/background 
division. The threshold value that has been determined by the 
threshold determiner 1201 is provided to the foreground 
25 distinguisher 704. 
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Alternatively, the distribution of emission intensities 
themselves may also be used instead of the intensity ratio. 
In such a case, the reference intensity shown in Figure 

15(a) is determined. As described above, if the intensity it- 
5 self is used as a reference of foreground/background division, 
then the result of such a division is much more likely to be 
affected by the color of the object 711. Thus, the threshold 
determiner 1201 can greatly contribute to the improvement of 
division precision. 
10 Figure 17 (b) illustrates how to determine the threshold 

value by the P-tile method. According to the P-tile method, 
when a cumulative value reaches a predetermined value in a cu- 
mulative histogram, the predetermined value is regarded as the 
threshold value. Suppose the cumulative histogram shown in 
15 Figure 17(b) is obtained based on the intensity ratios of re- 
spective pixels that are output from the imager 314. The 
threshold determiner 1201 regards an intensity ratio K^s, which 
is associated with a cumulative frequency of P%, as the 
threshold value. In a videophone system, the foreground part 
20 (i.e., a human face) would normally account for a substantial- 
ly constant percentage of the whole picture captured by the 
camera. Accordingly, the P value of the cumulative frequency 
may be predefined as well. 

According to the Ohtsu's method, the threshold value is 
25 determined so as to maximize an inter-class variance between 
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two separate regions around the threshold value. The total 
area of the image captured by the camera is divided into two 
regions Rl and R2. The inter-class variance ^'^^(t) is given 
by the following Equation (2): 

5 a^^{t.)=co^{jUL^- JJ.^)^ + U)^{JUi^- JJ.^V^(x)^' (jOAP-^- ^if (2) 

where 0) ^ and ^ are ratios of the regions Rl and R2 to the 
entire area (i.e., Cc) ^ + w j = 1 ) , /ul^. is an average brightness 
value over the entire area, ct/ is variance and and fl^ are 
average brightness values of the regions Rl and R2, respec- 

10 tively. 

The decision criterion 7? (t) is given by the following 
Equation ( 3 ) : 

77(t) = cr3^(t)/0-/ (3) 
A value of t associated with the maximum value of 7? (t) is ob- 
15 tained as the threshold value. 

The foregoing three methods are adopted just as illustra- 
tive digitizing techniques. Thus, it is naturally possible to 
obtain the threshold value by any other digitizing technique. 
Modified Example 2 
20 Figure 18 illustrates an exemplary configuration for a 

videophone system according to a second modified example of 
the third embodiment. As in Figure 16, the same members as 
those illustrated in Figure 11 are identified by the same ref- 
erence numerals in Figure 18. The system shown in Figure 18 
25 is different from the counterpart shown in Figure 11 in that 



40 



the system shown in Figure 18 additionally includes a dis- 
tance-measuring sensor 1401 such as ultrasonic sensor. A 
threshold determiner 1402 determines a threshold value for 
each individual object 711 based on not only the signal output 
from the imager 314 but also on the range information provided 
from the distance-measuring sensor 1401. 

Specifically, the threshold determiner 1402 obtains a 
surface reflectance R of the object 711 based on the output 
signal of the imager 314 and the distance to the object 711 
that has been measured by the distance-measuring sensor 1401. 
Then, based on the surface reflectance R, the threshold deter- 
miner 1402 determines the threshold value as a reference of 
foreground/background division. 

Hereinafter, it will be described in more detail how to 
determine the threshold value. 

The distance-measuring sensor 1401 detects an approximate 
distance r to the object 711 and outputs the value r to the 
threshold determiner 1402 . Based on the approximate distance 
value r and the intensity IB (or lA) , which is the output of 
the imager 314, the threshold determiner 1402 estimates the 
surface reflectance R of the object 711 for each pixel by the 
following Equation ( 4 ) : 

R=lB-rV(K-A) (4) 
where K is the brightness of the light source and A is the 
sensitivity of the imager 314. 
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And based on the surface reflectance R obtained, the 
threshold determiner 1402 determines the threshold value of 
the intensity IB, i.e., the reference intensity I,h shown in 
Figure 15. First, the threshold determiner 1402 determines a 
threshold value IW^h associated with a white foreground (i.e., 
the surface of the object 711). This threshold value IW^h is 
determined to obtain an optimum separate image by getting the 
threshold value adjusted by an operator while watching a moni- 
tor screen (not shown). This threshold value is determined 
either as an initialization step when this system is designed 
or fabricated or as a calibration needed before this system is 
operated for the first time. 

By modifying Equation (4) and using the white surface re- 
flectance R„ as a reference, the reference intensity IW^h asso- 
ciated with the white foreground is given by the following 
Equation ( 5 ) : 

IW^=R«-S (5) 
where S=K • A/r^. 

Accordingly, the reference intensity for an arbitrary 
surface reflectance R of the foreground is given by the fol- 
lowing Equation (6) using the predetermined reference inten- 
sity IWth and the white surface reflectance R„: 

Ith=IW,h(R/R„) (6) 
In this manner, the surface reflectance R can be obtained by 
Equation (4) and the reference intensity can be obtained by 
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Equation (6) for each individual object 711. 

When the intensity itself is used as a reference of fore- 
ground/background division, the result of such a division is 
much more likely to be affected by the color of the object 711 

5 as described above. Thus, the threshold determiner 1402 can 
greatly contribute to the improvement of division precision. 

In the foregoing embodiment, the distance-measuring sen- 
sor 1401 is provided as exemplary means for providing range 
information to the threshold determiner 1402. Alternatively, 

10 the range calculator 30 shown in Figure 5 may be provided in- 
stead of the distance-measuring sensor 1401. In such a case, 
the range calculator 30 may obtain an average distance to the 
object 711 around at its center and output the average as the 
approximate distance r to the threshold determiner 1402. 

15 Figure 19 illustrates another exemplary arrangement for 

the light source section 701. In the example illustrated in 
Figure 19, two infrared LED arrays 1501a and 1501b are verti- 
cally disposed such that the projected light beams thereof 
are directed toward the object 711. And two filters 1502a 

20 and 1502b with adjustable transmittance are placed in front 
of the LED arrays 1501a and 1501b, respectively. The trans- 
mittance values of the filters 1502a and 1502b are adjusted 
such that the intensities lA and IB of the light beams that 
have passed through these filters 1502a and 1502b change de- 

25 pending on the location as shown in Figure 13(a). 



^ 43 



Also, the threshold value used as a reference of fore- 
ground/background division may be changed depending on the 
pixel location in the imager as shown in Figure 20. In this 
manner, the displacement of the object as viewed from each 
5 pixel in the imager can be corrected. As a result, the fore- 
ground/background division can be performed even more pre- 
cisely. 

Furthermore, the threshold value may be determined as 
shown in Figure 21 such that a relationship between an in- 

10 verse 1/Rjh of the threshold value Rjh and 1/ 3> , which is an 
inverse of the horizontal pixel location, is given by the 
following Equation ( 7 ) : 

1/R,„ = kl • $+k2 - (7) 
where kl and k2 are predetermined constants . 

15 This equation approximates a threshold value ItjH that has 

been determined depending on the depth of the object 711 when 
the viewing angles <f> and 9 of the camera section 310 and 
the light source section 710 at the object 711 are small as 
shown in Figure 11. Alternatively, an inverse of the angle 

20 0 may be used as O . The foregoing Equation (7) uses a 
linear function. Instead, any other monotonically changing 
function may be used. 
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WHAT IS CLAIMED IS: 

1. A rangefinder for obtaining information about the 
three-dimensional location of an object by projecting light 
onto the object and receiving part of the light that has been 
reflected from the object, the rangefinder comprising: 

a light source for projecting the light on the object; 

a camera for receiving the part of the projected light 
that has been reflected from the object; and 

a controller for controlling optical output power of the 
light source and/or exposure conditions of the camera based on 
range information about the object, 

2. The rangefinder of Claim 1, further comprising a dis- 
tance-measuring sensor for measuring the distance to the ob- 
ject, 

wherein the controller uses the output of the distance- 
measuring sensor as an item of the range information about the 
object. 

3. The rangefinder of Claim 1, further comprising a 
range calculator for obtaining a range image based a video 
signal output from the camera, 

wherein the controller uses the range image obtained by 
the range calculator as an item of the range information about 
the object. 
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4. The rangefinder of Claim 1, wherein if the controller 
has determined based on the range information that the distan- 
ce to the object is equal to or greater than a first threshold 
value, the controller increases the optical output power of 
the light source, and 

wherein if the controller has determined based on the 
range infomation that the distance is equal to or smaller 
than a second threshold value, the controller decreases the 
optical output power of the light source. 

5. The rangefinder of Claim 1, wherein the exposure con- 
ditions of the camera are defined based on at least one of a 
diaphragm stop, a sensitivity of an imager and a shutter 
speed . 

6. The rangefinder of Claim 1, further comprising a 
shutter, which can open and close freely and blocks the light 
that has been projected from the light source when closed, 

wherein the controller selectively controls the open and 
closed states of the shutter. 

7. A rangefinder for obtaining information about the 
three-dimensional location of an object by projecting light 
onto the object and receiving part of the light that has been 
reflected from the object, the rangefinder comprising: 
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a light source for projecting the light on the object; 

a camera for receiving the part of the projected light 
that has been reflected from the object; and 

a controller for controlling optical output power of the 
light source and/or exposure conditions of the camera based on 
information about the level of a video signal output from the 
camera . 

8. The rangefinder of Claim 1 , wherein if the controller 
has determined based on the level information that the distan- 
ce to the object is equal to or greater than a first threshold 
value, the controller increases the optical output power of 
the light source, and 

wherein if the controller has determined based on the 
level information that the distance is equal to or smaller 
than a second threshold value, the controller decreases the 
optical output power of the light source. 

9. The rangefinder of Claim 7, wherein the exposure con- 
ditions of the camera are defined based on at least one of a 
diaphragm stop, a sensitivity of an imager and a shutter 
speed . 

10. The rangefinder of Claim 7, further comprising a 
shutter, which can open and close freely and blocks the light 
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that has been projected from the light source when closed, 

wherein the controller selectively controls the open and 
closed states of the shutter. 

11. A rangefinder for obtaining information about the 
three-dimensional location of an object by projecting light 
onto the object and receiving part of the light that has been 
reflected from the object, the rangefinder comprising: 

a light source for projecting the light on the object; 

a camera for receiving the part of the projected light 
that has been reflected from the object, the camera being 
able to capture a two-dimensional image; and 

a controller for setting a signal level of an image com- 
ponent of the object lower in capturing a three-dimensional 
image than in capturing the two-dimensional image so as to 
sufficiently increase a signal level of the reflected light 
when the light source projects the light on the object. 

12. Th#" rangefinder of Claim 11, wherein the camera in- 
cludes a filter for adjusting an intensity per unit area of 
the light incident on the camera, and 

wherein the controller sets transmittance of the filter 
relatively low in capturing the three-dimensional image and 
relatively high in capturing the two-dimensional image. 



13. The rangefinder of Claim 12, wherein the filter com- 
prises a liquid crystal device, the transmittance of the fil- 
ter being controllable based on a voltage applied to the 
liquid crystal device. 

14. The rangefinder of Claim 11, wherein the controller 
controls the exposure conditions of the camera. 

15. The rangefinder of Claim 14, wherein the exposure 
conditions of the camera are defined based on at least one of 
a diaphragm stop, a sensitivity of an imager and a shutter 
speed . 

16. An imager comprising: 

a light source for projecting light onto an object, the 
optical properties of the projected light changing depending 
on a direction in which the light has been projected; 

a camera for capturing a two-dimensional image of the 
object by receiving part of the projected light that has been 
reflected from the object; and 

a foreground/background distinguisher for dividing the 
two-dimensional image into foreground and background parts 
based on optical properties of the light that has been re- 
flected from the object. 
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17. The imager of Claim 16, further comprising a separa- 
tor for cutting out the foreground or background part from 
the two-dimensional image based on the result of division 
performed by the identifier. 

18. The imager of Claim 16, wherein the light source 
projects first and second light beams, the intensity of each 
of the first and second beams being variable depending on a 
direction in which the beam has been projected, the intensity 
of the first beam changing in a different pattern than that of 
the second beam, and 

wherein the foreground /background distinguisher distin- 
guishes the foreground and background parts from each other 
based on an intensity ratio of reflected part of the first 
beam to that of the second beam. 

19. The imager of Claim 16, wherein the light source 
projects light with an intensity variable depending on a di- 
rection in which the light has been projected, and 

wherein the foreground /background distinguisher distin- 
guishes the foreground and background parts from each other 
based on an intensity of reflected part of the projected 
light. 

20. The imager of Claim 16, further comprising a thresh- 
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old determiner for determining a threshold value on an object- 
by-object basis as a reference for distinguishing the fore- 
ground and background parts from each other. 

21. The imager of Claim 20, wherein the threshold deter- 
miner determines the threshold value based on the distribution 
of optical properties of the light that has been reflected 
from the object and incident on respective pixels in the cam- 
era. 

22. The imager of Claim 20, wherein the threshold deter- 
miner determines the threshold value based on a surface re- 
flectance of the object. 

23. The imager of Claim 22, further comprising a dis- 
tance-measuring sensor for measuring the distance to the ob- 
ject, 

wherein the threshold determiner estimates the surface 
reflectance of the object based on the distance measured by 
the distance-measuring sensor. 
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ABSTRACT OF THE DISCLOSURE 

A rangefinder according to the present invention in- 
cludes light source section, camera section, distance- 
measuring sensor, exposure controller and shutter. The light 
5 source section projects light onto an object for 3D imaging 
purposes. The camera section receives the light that was 
emitted from the light source section and then reflected from 
the object. The distance-measuring sensor estimates an ap- 
proximate distance to the object. Based on the approximate 
10 distance, the exposure controller controls the optical output 
power of the light source section and/or the open/closed 
states of the shutter. The rangefinder can control the inten- 
sity of the projected light even if the object is on the move. 
As a result, the rangefinder can obtain highly precise inf or- 
is mation about the 3D location of the object. 
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